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In this Dossier, we examine some models 
and motivations for design research in 
large architectural practices. We reflect  
on what kind of research might be 
conceptually and practically possible 
within the vicissitudes of sizeable 
commercial practice, given its scale (and 
the opportunities that brings), but equally 
given its economic and other constraints. 
Large architectural practices in 
Australia are often interested in research  
in order to increase their market share, 
develop new markets, position themselves 
as “thought leaders,” develop niche 
expertise and specialization, build their 
reputation, generally improve their practice 
(including culture, retention and staff 
development) and contribute to better 
design and built outcomes. Not all of these 
objectives have financial ends; some  
are also altruistic or seek to advance 
knowledge in the discipline. But it’s fair  
to say that many of them are squarely 
commercial – as we would expect. What 
then is the potential of such research  
to contribute to new insights and new 
knowledge for the world more broadly? 
What research should large architecture 
practices be doing and what are they 
currently doing?
These were some of the questions 
we were considering when we came to edit 
this Dossier. We also had some specific 
objectives in mind. As academics, each 
leading architecture schools in different 
states, we wanted most urgently to refute 
the old and highly unproductive perception 
of a divergence between research in 
architectural practice and research  
in the academy. 
At times this bifurcation has 
resulted in mutual exclusivity, not to say 
mutual bafflement; at other times it has 
manifested as a particularly vicious branch 
of the culture wars. Numerous efforts have 
been made to bridge the divide, both 
practically and conceptually, and many 
would agree that it serves precisely no-one 
to frame the two in oppositional terms –  
it benefits neither architects, nor the 
profession, nor academics, nor the 
institutions, nor the built environment,  
nor the public at large. Everyone loses when 
we see architectural practice research and 
scholarly research (or indeed the industry 
and the academy) as antagonists. 
In this we follow Jeremy Till, who 
writes, in his essay “Architectural Research: 
Three Myths and One Model”: “It is vital that 
neither academic or practice-based is 
privileged over the other as a superior form 
of research, and equally vital that neither is 
dismissed by the other for being irrelevant. 
(‘You are all out of touch with reality,’ says 
the practitioner. ‘You are muddied by  
the market and philistinism,’ says the 
academic.) There is an unnecessary 
antipathy of one camp to the other,  
which means that in the end the worth  
of research in developing a sustainable 
knowledge base is devalued.”1 
So we wanted first of all to frame 
research in architecture as a continuum 
between practice and academic modes.  
If the relationship is a spectrum, rather 
than a binary, then it is possible for the 
ends to move closer together and that  
is what we are arguing for here. 
Our second objective with the 
Dossier is to point out that creating a  
truly integrated and mutually reinforcing 
research culture in architecture in Australia 
requires strong leadership – from practice, 
from the academy, but importantly also 
from institutional bodies. It seems an 
obvious oversight that there is no award for 
research in the Institute’s peer recognition 
and reward system. That which is awarded 
is that which is valued – surely we value the 
production and sharing of new knowledge 
more than the current state of affairs 
would indicate? 
Thirdly and finally, we wanted to 
point out that there are good precedents 
and places where research in architecture 
is valued and institutionalized much more 
than it presently is in Australia. The UK,  
for example, has an important legacy of 
industry-focused research through the 
work of the Commission for Architecture 
and the Built Environment (CABE), which  
is to some extent continued by the RIBA, 
including the 2014 reports “How Architects 
Use Research: Case Studies From 
Practice”2 and “Architects and Research-
based Knowledge: A Literature Review.”3 
Internationally, some large 
architecture practices have developed 
audacious models for undertaking 
research and are looking at how research 
might expand possibilities for a more 
diverse mode of architectural practice.  
In this Dossier, Billie Faircloth reflects  
on her experience of research at Kieran 
Timberlake in the US, while Reinier de Graaf, 
co-founder of AMO (the research arm of 
OMA), is interviewed by Alex Brown. Murray 
Fraser describes various practice research 
initiatives in the UK and Europe, including 
his work as past chair of the Research  
and Innovation Group of the RIBA, while 
closer to home, Peter Raisbeck addresses 
Australian architects’ general lack of 
systematic engagement with R and D – 
particularly the “D,” development. 
For us, the centrepiece of the 
Dossier emerged from two AA Roundtable 
discussions, with representatives from  
nine large Australian architecture 
practices, held in February at the offices  
of Architecture Media in Melbourne.  
These two long conversations were lively, 
sometimes heated and quite revealing.  
A discussion and summary of the two 
conversations is included in the Dossier. 
One thing in particular became  
clear in those conversations. Architects – 
especially those in large commercial 
practice – are looking to research for 
evidence. They want it to build a convincing 
case that design matters, that individual 
design decisions matter, that both are 
worth investing in and that architects  
are crucial to the production and delivery 
of good design – at the level of buildings  
as well as cities, at the level of policy as 
well as built outcomes. What commercial 
architects need these days is proof, of the 
empirical, factual kind, not just to stare 
down the beancounters, but to out-count 
them. This calls for metric data – or even 
better, big data – that is free of the taint  
of aesthetics or taste or impulsivity or 
subjectivity or caprice. 
One might point out the many major 
philosophical critiques of the concept of 
“factual objectivity,” just as one might point 
out the current swirling mist of “alternative 
facts,” which calls into question just how 
factual some facts may be. Likewise,  
we could pause to consider the nature  
of a world that favours quantitative facts 
and figures over qualitative ideas and 
interpretations. Indeed, many of those  
in our roundtable discussions argued that 
even as they pursue empirical research, 
they don’t believe it necessarily delivers 
specific design solutions, given that every 
architect draws different conclusions and 
propositions even when using the same 
evidence. What they need from research  
is material to validate design ideas, even  
if those ideas may be based as much on 
imagination, expertise, judgement and 
experience as on data. 
Of course, none of this is new. 
Architects have long been searching  
for something – anything – with which 
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to validate their practice and fight back 
against the systematic devaluation and 
denigration of the profession. But what 
might be newish is that architects are 
increasingly looking to research – especially 
their own, homegrown research – to provide 
the proof they need, in the form they need  
it, at the moment it is required. 
Here, the definition of research 
enshrined by the Australian Taxation Office 
(ATO) proves unhelpful. For the ATO, “Core 
R&D activities are experimental activities 
whose outcome cannot be known or 
determined in advance on the basis  
of current knowledge, information or 
experience, but can only be determined by 
applying a systematic progression of work 
that is based on principles of established 
science; and proceeds from hypothesis  
to experiment, observation and evaluation, 
and leads to logical conclusions.”4 This 
highly scientistic model tends to discount 
most of the trial-and-error, sometimes ad 
hoc, frequently nonlinear experimentation 
of much architectural effort. 
What’s more, the ATO does not 
consider activities concerned with the 
“design, production or performance of 
human artistic expressions” to be 
research.5 It’s a pity, since at the time  
of writing those enterprises that do meet 
the ATO’s definition can enjoy a refundable 
tax offset of between 38.5 and 43.5 percent 
under the Australian Government’s 
Research and Development Tax Incentive.6 
Without access to it, architectural practices, 
and the creative industries more broadly, 
must find other ways to finance research. 
The overall effect is that we have markedly 
less and less-well-organized research than 
our cognate fields – a situation which 
perhaps has been getting worse. John Held, 
for example, has noted that Australia “really 
dropped the ball in the last 15 years … in 
terms of research about architects. There’s 
been no significant work done on the effect 
of documentation quality on construction 
costs for 17 years. It’s even longer since  
the CSIRO did research on fees.”7 
The ATO definition is silent on the 
most important aspect of research, the 
value of its contribution to new knowledge. 
Some systematic searches, no matter how 
thorough and assiduous, just don’t produce 
new knowledge – or not new knowledge 
that is significant. The holy trinity of quality 
academic research is that its findings are 
original, comprehensive and significant, 
but just as we don’t always see these in 
academic contexts, they’re not always 
present in practice-based research, either. 
Research needs to respond  
to a significant question and it needs  
to be shared. Sharing is not only so that  
the finding has longevity and uptake, but 
also so that others can review and ratify  
or reject it, expand on it and develop new 
research around it. 
We believe that research takes 
place in, on and about architectural 
practice. This is a very common position in 
architecture, even if it is not shared by the 
ATO. But we don’t find value in the argument 
that everything architects do is research,  
a case that is often put forward on the basis 
that every building or proposal is unique 
and, therefore, embodies new knowledge. 
Many activities are routine and practical 
investigations of existing knowledge. 
Richard Buday argues that 
architecture is unusual among other 
knowledge-industry practices in that it 
does not have formalized processes and 
methods for conducting research. This is  
“a problem unknown in other disciplines 
that similarly cherish the creation, 
validation, and consumption of new 
thought.”8 Across the spectrum of the 
natural and social sciences and the 
humanities, Buday argues, “rigorous 
investigation is institutionalized,” but in 
architecture “research may be no more 
than background-gathering of site data,  
a building code analysis, or photographing 
neighboring buildings for context. For some 
architects, critical investigation begins  
and ends with ephemeral form and material 
studies. For others, research is simply  
a post-occupancy evaluation to be filled 
out, filed, and forgotten.”9 
In architectural practice there is  
not the same demand for transparency  
and dissemination as there is in academia, 
where research discoveries are required  
to be shared, contested, ratified and 
reviewed. Indeed, sometimes quite the 
opposite occurs in practice – discoveries 
are held close. This presents us with  
a challenge. Secrecy and territorialism  
are the enemy of a flourishing, critical, 
innovative research culture, the one which 
would ideally be blooming across the 
whole of the industry and which we would 
like to see. 
Such are the territories we wished  
to explore with this Dossier. But more than 
this, we are also interested in a more 
expansive, more radical, perhaps less 
instrumental and opportunistic view of 
research that goes beyond the immediate 
defence of a project or proposition to a 
more radical strengthening of the position 
of the architect. 
With this Dossier we hope to  
bring to light some of the benefits of  
and obstacles to architectural practice 
research in our unique national context, 
and what opportunities might therefore 
exist to advocate for the profession’s 
involvement in research and to seed further 
partnerships between practices, and with 
academic researchers, to pursue common 
goals. We hope to spark ideas about 
ambitious research that enables 
architecture to contribute to the world, 
ahead of or in collaboration with other 
disciplines. Can research help us think 
outside the box and transform practice, 
while staying afloat? What are the big-
picture opportunities for large architectural 
practice to collaborate with institutional 
bodies, and with teams of researchers, in 
disruptive or game-changing ways? These 
are not small questions and they are not 
neatly or entirely answered here. But we 
hope that this Dossier might be a small 
step forward in such crucial conversations. 
— Naomi Stead is professor and head of department 
in architecture at Monash University, adjunct professor  
in architecture at the University of Queensland, president-
elect of the Society of Architectural Historians Australia  
and New Zealand, and research leader at Hayball. 
 
Sandra Kaji-O’Grady is professor, head of school and  
dean of architecture at the University of Queensland. Her 
forthcoming book, Laboratory Lifestyles: The Construction 
of Scientific Fictions, with Chris Smith and Russell Hughes, 
will be published by the MIT Press in December 2018.
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What research is actually happening in 
large architectural practices in Australia? 
How are practices pursuing research and 
what are their motivations? What do they 
see as the benefits and how are they 
justifying the cost? What are the challenges 
and constraints? More importantly, what  
are the big-picture opportunities for how 
research could be increased, in quality  
and quantity and effect, across the entire 
sector? Furthermore, how could the 
large-scale research happening in practice, 
and that in academia, be brought into 
closer alignment for the mutual advantage 
of the profession, the academy and the 
built environment itself? 
These questions seem timely. 
Australian practices are doing more 
research than ever before and in a more 
organized and systematic way. They are 
also sharing their findings – certainly 
within their own internal cultures, but also 
in industry forums and symposia and often 
with a broad public audience, via their 
websites and other means. But conceptions 
of the role and value of research in large 
practice are far from settled – indeed,  
they appear to be in a state of rapid flux. 
We knew something of what research such 
practices were doing, but did not have a 
full sense of whether and what sustained, 
ambitious programs of research – the kind 
that are fuelled by data gathering and 
analysis, that require time, equipment, 
software and specialized knowledge –  
are being pursued.
To find out more, we invited  
a number of large practices operating  
in Australia to participate in a roundtable 
discussion about how they frame and 
prosecute research. We had two separate 
discussions, in February 2018, with 
representatives from nine large practices 
across Australia: Rob Asher, design and 
research and development lead, Cox; 
Christian Derix, director, Woods Bagot 
Superspace; Michael Hegarty, national 
practice leader, GHDWoodhead; Caillin 
Howard, managing director, Hames 
Sharley; Diane Jones, director, PTW;  
Ann Lau, director, Hayball; Ninotschka 
Titchkosky, principal and strategic lead  
of digital innovation ground, BVN; Kellie 
Payne, studio director, Bates Smart; and 
Michaela Sheahan, researcher, Hassell. 
With such a mix of practices,  
the conversation was less about the 
(sometimes commercially sensitive) detail 
of the research each was presently doing 
and more about how and why they were 
doing it. At this level, and even given the 
challenge of collaboration between direct 
competitors, there are clearly opportunities 
for cooperation, as the participants 
themselves observed. Sheahan noted  
that “for some reason this year’s the sweet 
spot for research in practice; everybody’s 
talking about it. I’ve been waiting for this 
year for ten years and it’s great to have an 
opportunity to talk about it. I think there’s 
momentum in academia and in practice  
for research to have a higher profile.” 
Howard concurred. “To share our 
knowledge freely makes sense, because 
it’s the interpretation and use of that 
knowledge which is where the value is.”  
He added, “We’re at this beautiful moment 
where we’ve got access to a lot of 
knowledge. But we’re all working out  
how to do research individually, because  
it is our competitive difference. We have  
a responsibility to elevate the profession  
and empirical data and evidence-based 
design are a cornerstone of that.”
There are precedents for such 
cooperation. In Europe, architectural 
practices have been sharing their research 
experiences in a series of symposia held in 
Gothenburg, Sweden (2013), Oslo, Norway 
(2016) and Aarhus, Denmark (2017), under 
the title “The Changing Shape of Practice.” 
These were initiated by Michael Hensel  
of the Oslo School of Architecture and 
Design and, while held in Europe, included 
speakers from North American practices 
Kieran Timberlake and SHoP Architects.  
However, our task here is to 
summarize and trace a path through our 
own roundtable discussions, both of which 
were lively, frank and revealing. What follows 
is less a verbatim account and more of  
an identification of themes and trends, 
surprises and insights. 
It is notable that the practices  
were all at different stages of development 
in organizing and systematizing research, 
despite being united in their intention to  
do so. At Hayball, for example (where – full 
disclosure – one of your authors, Naomi 
Stead, has an advisory research leadership 
role), Ann Lau described a practice that is 
“in many ways still inventing the system to 
deal with research holistically … [we are]  
at the early phase of capturing thematics, 
putting in the right resources and the right 
people to capture the information.” 
Other practices are much further 
down the path. One of the first things we 
learned was that some organizations have 
already moved well beyond basing their 
core business solely on the provision of 
architectural design services. Alongside 
and sometimes instead of producing built 
works, their outputs include reports, 
policies, proposals, urban plans and ideas 
as well as contract research for clients. 
Howard, for example, described a Hames 
Sharley project in which the architects  
had gathered and analysed data on 
topography, examined the long-term  
value of agricultural and industrial land, 
plotted population growth and accounted 
for construction costs and productivity  
to determine the smartest, cheapest and 
most environmentally sustainable location 
for a light rail corridor. The contribution 
they made, however, was not just that  
of identifying where government should 
route light rail. Howard believes that  
the practice contributed the knowledge 
needed to “depoliticize decision-making.” 
To get to this point, Hames Sharley has 
invested in its own research capacity with 
the aim of “being more of a strategic player 
and less of a service provider.”
Each of the large practices outlined 
similar investments, albeit at different 
stages of development and in various  
ways. Some, like Bates Smart, are building 
research capacity using existing staff, 
while others, like Woods Bagot, have 
brought in a whole team of researchers 
with existing track records and networks. 
Woods Bagot’s research arm, called 
Superspace, developed out of the 
Computational Design Research Group  
at Aedas in London led by Derix. Derix  
now leads a team of about twelve at  
Woods Bagot. Their work brings together 
advanced spatial analysis and strategic 
space planning with artificial intelligence, 
data science and generative computation. 
Bates Smart, by contrast, has 
“resisted dedicating staff to pure research in 
the office,” preferring a diffused ownership 
of knowledge and innovation, which is then 
transferred to a dedicated team attached 
to a project. Rather than bring in research 
expertise, the practice preferred to keep 
its focus on design, teaming up with 
academic or independent researchers in 
specific areas when appropriate. Recently 
Bates Smart worked with Roger Ulrich  
of the Center for Healthcare Building 
Research at Chalmers University of 
Technology in Sweden, on a project around 
health outcomes in hospitals that fed into 
the award-winning design of the Royal 
Children’s Hospital in Melbourne (in joint 
venture with Billard Leece Partnership). 
It makes some sense to partner  
with academic researchers. PTW has done 
so regularly, through a series of Australian 
Research Council (ARC) Linkage grants 
focused on the design of courtrooms,  
and now has a new project with academics 
from the University of New South Wales  
on multigenerational living for older people. 
In both areas, the aim is to secure empirical 
research for buildings that affect people’s 
lives. Cox, too, is a partner in an ARC 
Linkage grant, one on steel in low-rise 
construction, while Hayball has been 
involved in initiating a number of ARC 
Linkage grants with the University of 
Melbourne’s Learning Environments 
Applied Research Network – Association 
for Learning Environments and Innovative 
Learning Environments and Teacher 
Change – mainly in the area of research 
and innovative learning environments and 
the performance of students and teachers 
in learning spaces. Cox also sponsors 
students studying for their doctoral degrees 
and most of the practices have staff 
teaching in university architecture courses. 
Hassell has worked with academics from 
the University of Melbourne “on the staff 
attraction and retention in hospitals  
and how we can build better hospitals  
to address those issues for the client.  
So we’re looking at non-built issues for  
the client and how we can address them 
through the built environment.” Overall, 
many large practices seem to have seen 
the value in collaborating with specific 
academic researchers on specific projects, 
greatly increasing their own research 
capacity and funding with the very 
significant subsidy and backing of the ARC. 
Derix, whose background includes 
formal academic engagements at leading 
European universities, finds that the 
practice context enables him to build  
an expert team more easily, such that he 
believes they are now “way stronger than 
any university outfit in the field.” Secondly, 
for him and his team, being embedded  
in a large practice such as Woods Bagot 
makes it “more satisfying to be able  
to tackle complex research questions  
and problems and be able to actually 
develop the models and solutions to [them]. 
And then being able to test it on projects.” 
Several others concurred that architectural 
practice has the advantage over academic 
institutions in the formulation and testing 
of research questions in a practice context.  
Two roundtable 
discussions with 
representatives 
from nine of 
Australia’s largest 
practices provoked 
lively, frank and revealing discussion about how 
and why those practices organize and fund 
research, and how they disseminate its findings.
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“… this year’s the sweet spot  
for research in practice; 
everybody’s talking about it … 
there’s momentum in academia 
and in practice for research  
to have a higher profile.”
– Michaela Sheahan
Ann Lau 
Director, Hayball
Christian Derix 
Director, Woods Bagot Superspace
“We’re at this beautiful moment 
where we’ve got access to a  
lot of knowledge. But we’re all 
working out how to do research 
individually, because it is our 
competitive difference. We have 
a responsibility to elevate the 
profession and empirical data 
and evidence-based design  
are a cornerstone of that.”
– Caillin Howard
Caillin Howard 
Managing Director, Hames Sharley
Diane Jones 
Director, PTW
Michaela Sheahan 
Researcher, Hassell
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As Payne put it, “At Bates Smart we’ve got 
the designers, we’ve got the information,  
we know how to synthesize it and we  
can apply it straight into a project to see  
if it works.” For Sheahan, the advantage 
she has experienced at Hassell is that 
researchers outside of academe are 
“wonderfully free because we don’t have 
the formal constraints, approvals and  
long timelines that universities often have. 
So it’s a much faster turnaround, which 
obviously is very beneficial to our clients.”
BVN had a recent partnership with 
academics from the University of Sydney  
in order to take advantage of their robotic 
skills and equipment and to apply them to  
a live site fabrication project. That project 
explores bespoke ceiling infrastructure 
systems using carbon fibre and robotic 
weaving to achieve organic forms.  
Most importantly for Titchkosky, the  
ceiling project can have a major impact  
on an overlooked and otherwise mundane 
element of the commercial building 
industry. She argued that pursuing this 
project has “completely changed the way 
we think about how we do infrastructure.” 
It also points to a third party in architectural 
research – industry. For her the ideal 
research is one “that can merge some  
of the academic thinking and some of the 
practical thinking and make it much more 
open, more tangible and more relevant to 
industry to drive innovation.” Bates Smart 
has also teamed up with industry, in this 
case with a car windscreen manufacturing 
plant (that was threatened with closure)  
to develop the facade solution for the 
Children’s Hospital.
A second major thing we learned, 
presaged by Woods Bagot’s wholesale 
investment in an established team  
of researchers, is that scale and 
multidisciplinarity play a big role in how  
far architectural practices can go in 
repositioning themselves in the so-called 
knowledge economy. With around 850 
employees, Woods Bagot is one of the 
largest practices based in Australia, but 
GHD is ten times that size. GHDWoodhead, 
the Australian architectural subsidiary of 
GHD, thus has access to an exponentially 
richer set of resources. GHD has its own 
laboratories and even a farm in New South 
Wales where research is conducted on 
soils, plants, irrigation techniques and 
other topics related to water sensitive 
urban design and landscape design.  
The architectural research team GHD 
established in 2011 has access to 
behavioural scientists, material scientists, 
spatial scientists and engineers of every 
specialization within the organization.  
GHD also has a very structured approach 
to research dissemination internally, with 
four international conferences each year 
and an annual program of developing 
young professionals called Smart Seeds, 
which is part team-building exercise, part 
design charrette and part innovation hub. 
Even for an organization the size  
of GHD, it only makes sense to undertake 
research if there is a way to recoup the 
costs of doing so, be that directly or 
indirectly, in the short or medium term. 
Which brings us to our third discovery,  
that while all of the represented practices 
recognized the cost of and the need for 
research, there is no common way of 
funding it or of conceptualizing how it 
should be funded. As one of our party 
observed, “Sociological research requires 
long-term empirical and observational 
studies and long-term training. How do you 
actually slow down and devise a method to 
collect that empirical information? How do 
you dedicate the people to this long-term 
research? That’s the challenging aspect  
for full commercial practices.” 
Of course, there are many ways of 
conceiving return on investment and some 
of the rewards of research are intangible –  
contributing to symbolic and cultural 
capital, reputation and profile. Titchkosky 
observed, “If you’re going to do pure 
research, you obviously also have to be 
comfortable [with the fact] that you’re 
making an investment without a direct 
return … it’s not just how you apply it into 
projects ... there’s a return to your culture,  
a return to your brand, to what it is that 
you’re trying to create as a whole model  
for the practice.” Derix mentions awards. 
“They don’t make a lot of money effectively, 
but they’re visible.” Titchkosky agrees. 
“The soft returns are quite powerful, it’s  
just that they’re hard to quantify in a 
boardroom. But people are getting their 
heads around that stuff now, it’s less of  
a concern than it was in the past, perhaps.” 
Lau notes that for Hayball, research is 
about looking beyond commercial ends. 
“Like most large practices, we are busy  
with the day-to-day design and delivery  
of projects. However, right now we’re in  
the process of developing a critical and 
reflective ‘intelligence’ culture that is about 
being mindful and analytical in how we deal 
with our design output.” 
In terms of funding models, Cox  
puts aside a significant percentage of 
revenue into what it calls its “future fund.” 
People in the practice pitch internally to 
access those centrally kept funds and by 
this mechanism “research is funded at the 
national level.” It is a way of reallocating 
profits to research endeavours, distinct 
from whichever staff or offices in the 
practice earned it. Hassell introduced  
a radical new model twelve months ago, 
Kellie Payne 
Studio Director, Bates Smart
Ninotschka Titchkosky 
Principal and Strategic Lead of Digital  
Innovation Ground, BVN
Michael Hegarty 
National Practice Leader, GHDWoodhead
 For Titchkosky the ideal 
research is that which “can 
merge some of the academic 
thinking and some of the 
practical thinking and make  
it much more open, more 
tangible and more relevant to 
industry to drive innovation.”
– Ninotschka Titchkosky
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making its nine-person knowledge and 
strategy team a new business function.  
For ten years prior, the team had been, 
financially speaking, an overhead that  
“was ticking along quietly in the background, 
feeding into our design projects, but also 
feeding directly to our clients.” Under  
Mark Bray, global head of knowledge  
and strategy, a commercial imperative  
was introduced and it is now “externally 
focused.” The new strategy, Sheahan 
explains, “overcomes the major barrier  
to research, which is, who’s going to pay? 
Now we are selling the value of that 
research to the clients so that they can  
pay for it. That’s not always going to work 
and we do still conduct quite a lot of 
internal research using our own data about 
our own projects. But increasingly we are 
going out to other people just to say, we’re 
really interested in X, would you like to help 
us?” At the time of writing, the team has 
only been going for six months under the 
new mandate of earning fees from clients, 
so it is too early to tell if it will achieve 
self-sufficiency. Sheahan reports,  
“We have had some good success,  
though. We are very optimistic; there’s 
been a lot of interest from clients.”
One of the panellists put the 
challenge this way: “You have to make  
the argument to the client that our fee is 
this because we are going to provide the 
evidence that you need.” Likewise, another 
suggested the argument to clients that 
“our fee is the same but if you want any  
of this research and testing and checking, 
it’s an exclusion.” Howard summed up his 
views thus: “I’ve noticed research is way 
too much part of marketing and not 
commercial enough … I don’t like getting 
money out of research, I like money in 
research because then at least it’s real.” 
We also asked our participants  
what they would do in research if money 
and the commercial imperative were no 
object. One of them said: “I think if we had 
limitless cash we would scale the amount 
of effort we put into research so that it was 
leading us as opposed to catching up …  
I would love nothing more than grabbing 
five or six or ten great minds and just 
parking them to create revolution in what 
the future looks like. Not what our clients 
need, which I will focus on, but what [for 
the] profession and [the] construction 
industry the future could look like. And that 
would be full of idealists and futurists and 
[we’d] have designers in there … a think 
tank that just freely mashes and plays. 
Because we’ve become so pragmatic and 
we work so hard to innovate, but [the way] 
we do it, one minute you’re looking down  
at a detail and a workroom process and a 
concept, and [the next] you pull your head 
up and you’ve got ten minutes to think 
about the strategy and the future of the 
next ten years. There are too many things 
going on at too many levels to spend the 
appropriate time at that big scale.” 
The last discovery we made was  
one we hadn’t previously considered. We 
are familiar with the idea that knowledge is 
power and that both knowledge and power 
circulate unequally. We had thought about 
this in terms of the competition between 
architectural practices and the ways in 
which they benefit, financially and in their 
ability to influence decisions and shape  
the world, from having access to knowledge 
and the tools with which to unpack and 
apply knowledge. What we had not thought 
about is the ways in which knowledge  
and power circulate within architectural 
practices. The challenge of getting big 
practices to share their knowledge for  
the benefit of the profession and the public 
is mirrored internally. Howard explains,  
“One of my goals was to decouple knowledge 
[and] power within the firm. So that 
everybody’s got access [to knowledge]; 
people can’t hold networks, can’t hold 
information, et cetera, to have hierarchy 
within the firm. And four years later it’s still 
a work in progress, but we’re getting there ... 
The decoupling of knowledge and power is 
the difference between being a one-person 
practice, a ten-person practice or a 
five-thousand-person practice. You can 
only scale if you have a selflessness  
and a faith that by letting go of power 
[gained through specialist knowledge]  
you create a bigger base and you can  
go somewhere. And that’s a cultural shift 
and it is generational. It’s a very different 
knowledge base from the hero architect 
space. The ‘we’ rather than the ‘me.’” 
In conclusion, we learnt that  
the transformation of the architectural 
profession toward a more strategic agenda 
through knowledge begins with the design 
of the organization and its work culture. 
Centralizing knowledge in a dedicated 
team of researchers will likely lead to 
relationships between people that are  
very different from those in a situation  
in which knowledge is dispersed. 
— Sandra Kaji-O’Grady is professor, head of school 
and dean of architecture at the University of Queensland.  
Her forthcoming book, Laboratory Lifestyles: The Construction 
of Scientific Fictions, with Chris Smith and Russell Hughes, 
will be published by the MIT Press in December 2018. 
 
Naomi Stead is professor and head of department in 
architecture at Monash University, adjunct professor in 
architecture at the University of Queensland, president-
elect of the Society of Architectural Historians Australia  
and New Zealand, and research leader at Hayball.
“You have to make the 
argument to the client that  
our fee is this because we  
are going to provide the 
evidence that you need.”
The decoupling of knowledge  
and power is the difference 
between being a one-person 
practice, a ten-person practice 
or a five-thousand-person 
practice. You can only scale  
if you have a selflessness and a 
faith that by letting go of power 
[gained through specialist 
knowledge] you create a bigger 
base … It’s a very different 
knowledge base from the  
hero architect space. The  
‘we’ rather than the ‘me.’” 
– Caillin Howard
Rob Asher 
Design and Research and  
Development Lead, Cox
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Two conditions seem self-evident. Firstly, 
architectural practice is permeated with 
research: how else could things be so 
varied or be able to change so rapidly? 
Secondly, though, architects in Australia, 
Britain and elsewhere are hugely 
ineffective at defining or describing their 
research contributions. This results in 
diminished respect shown toward the 
discipline as well as the loss of potential 
fee income – errors, incidentally, not made 
by doctors or lawyers. Hence there is a 
strong collective need for architects to 
rectify the situation, with probably the 
greatest responsibility falling on larger 
practices, not least as their research work 
is inherently likely to be more diverse than 
that of smaller firms.
What, then, might be a more 
productive relationship between the 
research in larger practices and the 
institutional constellation of universities, 
professional bodies, governmental 
agencies and industrial partners? For the 
purposes of this essay, I am assuming that 
employing more than fifty staff represents  
a large architectural firm – that is the 
cut-off level used by the Royal Institute  
of British Architects (RIBA) to define  
“large practices,” with its figures for 2016 
suggesting that these large practices –  
which comprise just 5 percent of all  
UK practices by number – nonetheless 
earned slightly over half of the £2.5 billion 
revenue earned by architects in the 
country that year.1 
In this article I will initially discuss 
research structures, then financial aspects 
and the role of professional institutes. 
Insights are taken from my role as vice-
dean of research at the Bartlett School  
of Architecture or from my time as chair  
of the Research and Innovation Group of  
the RIBA. While there will thus be a British 
inflection, many points are equally 
pertinent to Australia.
Dealing first with research 
structures, it is clear that there is a  
growing wish to involve architectural firms 
in government-funded research projects  
as part of the onus on universities to 
demonstrate the socioeconomic impact 
and relevance of their research. In this 
situation larger architectural practices, 
which tend to have longer and wider track 
records, are more likely to be accepted by 
funding bodies. Other initiatives also seem 
productive, for example PhD studies by 
employees within architectural companies –  
often termed “industrial doctorates” –  
and state-funded Knowledge Transfer 
Partnerships, with academics providing 
specialist training in new skills for the 
workplace. More fluid links can also  
be adopted. At the Bartlett School of 
Architecture we have set up the Centre  
for London Urban Design, run by a full-time 
academic (myself) and Peter Bishop as a 
part-time professor who is also a director  
of Allies and Morrison, one of the UK’s 
largest architecture and urban design 
practices. We pursue various research 
projects, mainly through day-release 
secondment of staff from sizeable  
London practices. For us, this provides  
the researchers we require; for the firms 
involved, it offers staff development and 
training, plus the chance to contribute  
to broader research initiatives not linked 
only to individual projects.
The financial side of research 
activity is regrettably under-explored by 
architects. Every country’s tax structure  
is different, yet good accountants and 
advisers should be able to find where  
tax breaks exist. In Britain, HM Revenue  
and Customs (formerly Inland Revenue) 
operates a general tax credit allowance  
for those elements of any company’s costs 
incurred in research and development – 
this being one of the few, and one of the 
largest, systems of state subsidy in the UK. 
At the RIBA we were keen to urge British 
architects to use this facility, circulating 
guidance to all firms. There is now an 
increasing take-up, generally saving  
an estimated £175,000 ($310,000) per  
year for a fifty-person practice, around 
£300,000 ($520,000) for a hundred-
person firm and so on.2 Practices then 
reinvest this tax saving back into the 
employment of research staff to carry  
out further investigations.
Institutionally, it is vital that any 
nation’s professional institute has a 
research committee. In Britain, after years 
of campaigning, we even finally have a RIBA 
vice-president for research: Professor 
Flora Samuel of the University of Reading. 
She was until recently the chair of the 
RIBA’s Research and Innovation Group  
and has written a number of useful guides, 
including a short essay in The Journal of 
Architecture in 2017 called “Supporting 
Research in Practice.”3 The RIBA runs 
annual President’s Awards for Research 
that are open to firms and offers RIBA 
Research Trust Awards to enable 
practitioners to carry out research related 
to specific projects they are designing.  
The projects winning these latter awards 
are diverse, including, for instance, 
research by Suzi Winstanley of Penoyre  
and Prasad titled “ThinkSpace,” which 
explored potential new models for 
university libraries; Walter Menteth’s 
analysis of procurement processes via 
Project Compass; and Tonkin Liu’s beautiful 
investigation of Shell Lace Structure,  
as published in book form (The Evolution  
of Shell Lace Structure by Tonkin Liu).
Openness, transparency and mutual 
support are vital in encouraging not just 
the production of architectural research 
but also its dissemination. In Britain there  
is still unfortunately a divide between 
companies that tend to keep their research 
to themselves, so as to enhance their own 
Drawing on insights gleaned as vice-
dean of research at the Bartlett 
School of Architecture and as chair  
of the Research and Innovation Group 
at RIBA, Murray Fraser explores how 
collaborations between academia and 
practice, financial subsidies and institutional support can enrich 
practice-based research and encourage its wider dissemination.
A British Perspective  
on Practice-based  
Architectural Research
Essay by Murray Fraser
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competitive position, and those that realize 
that research needs to be freely shared. 
The role of a professional institute such as 
the RIBA is most pertinent when it focuses 
on the dissemination and rewarding of 
high-quality research, rather than trying  
to direct what ought to be investigated, 
given that practices are far more sensitive 
to the types of research required. In the 
RIBA committee, we preferred to nominate 
annual themes to stimulate research 
activity rather than control it, including 
issues such as how to design for an ageing 
population or the necessity for a specific 
ethics policy for our research field.
Elsewhere in Europe, a significant 
initiative I am involved in is being led by 
Michael Hensel at the Oslo School of 
Architecture in Norway, working also with 
Fredrik Nilsson at Chalmers University of 
Technology in Gothenburg, Sweden. Under 
the umbrella of “The Changing Shape of 
Practice,” a series of events have featured 
the research work of larger practices such 
as Snøhetta or Kieran Timberlake, feeding 
into an evolving series of Routledge books 
that includes The Changing Shape of 
Practice: Integrating Research and Design 
in Architecture (2016, edited by Michael 
Hensel and Fredrik Nilsson). Australia is 
already known as one of the world leaders 
in design research, due to the likes of Leon 
van Schaik’s program at RMIT University 
and its impact on design in Melbourne.  
The ground seems fertile for equivalent 
institutional openness and ambition in 
supporting research, in all its forms, within 
larger Australian architectural firms. One 
can only imagine the effect this could have 
on practice if put into implementation.
— Murray Fraser is vice-dean of research for  
the Faculty of the Built Environment at the Bartlett School  
of Architecture, University College London. 
Footnotes
1. “RIBA Business Benchmarking 2015,” ribabenchmark.
com/reports/The RIBA Business Benchmarking Report 2015.
pdf and “RIBA Business Benchmarking 2016,” architecture.
com/-/media/gathercontent/business-benchmarking/
additional-documents/
ribabenchmarking2016executivesummarypdf.pdf. 
2. Based on information supplied confidentially to the author.
3. Flora Samuel, “Supporting Research in Practice,” The 
Journal of Architecture, volume 22 number 1, 2017, 4–10. 
Architectural firms are great at creating 
knowledge and value through design.  
But when it comes to R and D, architects 
are good at doing the R but not so good  
at the D. Arguably, the disintermediation  
of architects in procurement processes,  
the rise of partial services and the easy 
replication of architectural services by 
others are the result of an endemic lack  
of both research and development in 
architectural practice. Retaining research 
knowledge as tacit expertise in the brains 
of practice directors or designers, the 
so-called genii of the office, is not enough 
these days. Nor is the development  
of research ideas about merely doing 
competitions or speculative design 
projects or teaching a studio at the local 
architecture school. Nor does R and D  
mean conducting applied research  
into trivial aspects of BIM or parametric 
modelling, while being unaware of more 
advanced pure research in this area. 
It seems that in many architecture 
practices, the systems and infrastructure 
needed to support the development of 
research are mostly fragmentary and  
ad hoc. While many practices will claim  
that what they do is research, few practices 
have formal R and D procedures in place.  
In a recent survey I conducted through  
my Surviving the Design Studio blog,  
75 percent of the 330 respondents stated  
that they did not have a formal R and D 
program or research function in their firms. 
Conversely, the same number of firms  
(75 percent) considered that designing, 
competitions and speculative projects were 
valid forms of research. Many practices  
do not employ or develop procedures for 
articulating and documenting their original 
design or research outcomes. Aside from 
publishing for peer-to-peer marketing, 
including via the various awards systems, 
much of the research knowledge that is 
generated in architecture remains implicit 
within firms. The lack of development,  
as well as ad hoc and informal research 
practices, makes it difficult for others  
to ascertain what aspects of research  
are, in fact, a contribution to knowledge. 
This state of affairs continues to have  
an impact on the industry as a whole 
because research is needed to maintain 
competitiveness in a context where rivals 
either market similar services or create 
more highly specialized services at  
a faster rate. 
The Australian Research Council’s 
(ARC) public research funding system  
has not benefited architectural practice 
and management in this country. Perhaps 
this is because in Australia, innovation  
and research management skills are  
not articulated or recognized in the 
architectural accreditation system. 
Architects don’t often do formal research 
methods courses and only a few graduate 
schools of architecture offer subjects 
based on design research. Innovation 
theories, policies and systems, along  
with venture capital pathways, are not 
something that architecture schools have 
frequently taught. Too often these areas  
of knowledge are somehow seen as being 
“too corporate” for the design and history 
connoisseurs. Even more damningly,  
the proponents of “design as research,” 
associated with the rise of software 
technology since the early 2000s, have 
failed to convince the sceptics that design 
is research that contributes to knowledge.
Innovation pathways are rarely  
used by architects, although there have 
been some exceptions. A notable example 
is the Unitised Building system developed  
by Nonda Katsalidis in line with the 
Australian Research and Development  
Tax Concession. Katsalidis filed a patent  
for the system in 2009 and it was used  
to construct the Little Hero Apartments  
in Melbourne in 2010. The licence was  
then sold to the Hickory building group  
and the system is still a competitor in  
the prefabricated construction market.  
For projects like this, the Australian 
Government’s Research and Development 
Tax Concession (now called the Research 
Peter Raisbeck argues that  
the lack of formalized research 
and development in Australian 
architecture practice is 
stymieing innovation. He calls 
for a fundamental change in the way we think 
about architectural production.
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and Development Tax Incentive) can  
be greatly encouraging. But while many 
architects might claim for this if they  
could meet the eligibility criteria of 
“experimental activities” under the scheme, 
to be eligible would require “systematic 
progression of work,” proceeding from 
“hypothesis to experiment, observation  
and evaluation, and [leading to] logical 
conclusions” and, most importantly, that 
the work be “conducted for the purpose  
of generating new knowledge (including 
about creating new knowledge or improved 
materials, products, devices, processes  
or services).” This rigorous criterion 
precludes the kind of research work that 
architects are engaging in, enhanced by 
the lack of research infrastructure and 
knowledge of innovation pathways in 
architectural practice. 
A health check of development in 
architectural firms would ask the following 
questions: Does the firm research social 
issues or policy debates related to 
architecture or the firm’s areas of 
specialization? Does the firm research 
potential and emerging innovations related 
to architecture? Is there a governance  
or management structure that allows staff 
to contribute to research? Do the firm’s 
research projects and focus arise out of 
the firm’s strategic planning? In addition, 
as new knowledge is created in a firm,  
are there knowledge systems or other 
systems in place to document, store and 
allow for this knowledge to be retrieved? 
Large architectural firms, including 
very large global multidisciplinary firms, 
point to the different ways that research  
is developing in practice. For example,  
the European firm UN Studio has organized 
itself around a series of knowledge 
platforms, which is an organizational 
structure designed to capture and share 
design knowledge. In Australia, large  
firms have approached the issues in 
various ways: ARC Linkage Projects,  
yearly research conferences, knowledge 
groups, investments in pure research  
or a competitive process within the firm  
to allocate research funds. 
New ecologies of practice orientated 
around research can take on a life of their 
own and architects need to be comfortable 
with the ambiguity this can create. This shift 
will require a fundamental change in the way 
that architects think about their profession. 
What is necessary for practices is not so 
much the creation or delivery of buildings  
or representations of those buildings  
for that matter, but the creation of design 
knowledge. Managing design knowledge as 
a distributed ecosystem (namely a project 
network) rather than being project-centric 
(namely the notion that knowledge is solely 
embedded in the built object) will cede 
more significant results. The Institute’s 
awards system, as it currently stands, is too 
focused on physical objects and design as a 
thing. Architects need to encourage awards 
for design as a process – for entrepreneurial 
initiatives, policy initiatives and the outputs 
of materials and technical research. 
Architects who continually value 
knowledge creation through research are 
able to secure new work and provide new 
services to future clients. Creating new 
knowledge in a firm doesn’t come about  
by simply saying, “Hey, we are a brilliant and 
creative bunch” or “our pedigreed networks 
will always guarantee jobs” or “the clients 
will keep coming and paying because they 
like us.” Across architecture, there is an 
enormous potential for the development  
of new research. Yet this potential is not fully 
realized and it’s up to architects to build the 
infrastructure they need, that will support 
research in their practices, before it’s too 
late. Simply saying that design is research  
is not enough to save our future skins.
— Peter Raisbeck is a senior lecturer at the 
University of Melbourne. 
Reinier de Graaf, co-founder of OMA’s research 
arm AMO, discusses its investigations, the 
profession’s current interest in research and 
architecture’s cardinal sins, in an interview  
with Alex Brown. 
Reinier de Graaf on  
“the Creative Tension 
Between Thinking  
and Doing”
Interview by Alex Brown
Reinier de Graaf is a partner at the Office 
for Metropolitan Architecture (OMA) and 
co-founder of the practice’s research arm, 
AMO. As an architect, an architectural and 
urban theorist, a writer and an educator,  
he regularly works well beyond a narrow 
definition of architectural practice. As 
evidenced most recently in his 2017 book 
Four Walls and a Roof: The complex nature 
of a simple profession, much of de Graaf’s 
writing is concerned with situating the 
architect and their work within a broader 
political and economic context. 
Alex Brown interviewed de Graaf 
virtually, via a video call, in late February 
2018. What follows is a lightly edited 
transcript of their conversation. 
Alex Brown: I want to start by asking you  
a little bit about a comment you made in  
a 2016 interview with Volume.1 You began 
the discussion by expressing some 
uncertainty over whether the work you  
do within AMO really qualifies as research. 
I wonder if you could talk a little bit more 
about this distinction?
Reinier de Graaf: I hesitate to call what  
we do research because, with research, 
traditionally you investigate a phenomenon Ph
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and this leads to a conclusion. In many 
ways, our activity reverses that sequence. 
That’s not to say that we only investigate  
on the basis of foregone conclusions,  
but in most cases we start with a hunch 
developed through practice and from our 
own personal experience as architects. 
We look into the missing links within 
a certain narrative. You might compare  
it to what fiction writers do, in that they 
investigate their characters and they draw 
up the plot summary to get from one chain 
in the story to the next, and that’s where 
they target their investigations. The 
research that we do is a vehicle that 
enables us to tell certain stories, certain 
narratives, and to have a certain discourse 
that is fairly consistent. But I have no other 
word for what we do, so let’s call it research 
for lack of a better word.
AB: In part, this distinction seems to 
come back to questions about the rigour 
or objectivity of the research method. 
RdG: Yes. It’s also because, for an architect, 
everything you do has to be useful. It has  
to lead to matter, to form, so it’s very 
difficult to really look at things because 
there’s always the ulterior motive of the 
product. What we try to do is suspend that 
obligation or that immediacy – the haste  
of the rush and the superficiality of the 
obligation – for a while to get to the 
bottom of what we’re trying to address.
At the same time, we’re also 
attempting to look quite objectively at  
the position we have as architects. It’s 
something that I particularly address in  
my book. My work is my research subject: 
the value of the work and its position  
in the context of the world at large.
AB: This critical examination of the 
position of architects in relation to larger 
political and economic forces certainly 
emerges as an important theme in your 
writing. Within Four Walls and a Roof,  
for example, you articulate a series  
of persistent myths cultivated within 
architecture. How much of this is about 
generating productive discussions about 
the re-evaluation of what architects  
do and how we talk about it?
RdG: I don’t know about a productive 
discussion. In my book, I’m hoping to 
trigger an honest discussion. The book 
itself is an interesting hybrid. Half of the 
essays included were written earlier for 
various outlets and so I was perpetually 
looking for a structure that would allow  
the existing essays to be sequenced  
and structured in a meaningful way. From 
this the seven myths emerged. I like the 
number seven because it’s akin to the 
seven cardinal virtues in the Bible and how 
these are related to the seven cardinal sins.
The myths do the same thing, in  
a way. I talk about authority, inspiration, 
idealism, our professional control, our 
supposed independence, our fascination 
with scale and our unrelenting devotion  
to progress. Of course, by themselves, 
these are all very noble ambitions –  
the admirable ethos of a profession. But 
just like the cardinal virtues in the Bible –  
I’m not religious, by the way – it takes only  
a slight shift in circumstances for these 
virtues to become their counterpart,  
their sin. I think architecture is very much 
at the point where a lot of the things it tries  
to do, and which it wants to try to do for 
very good reasons, have actually become 
completely counterproductive.
For instance, building rationally:  
the ninety-degree angles, the absence  
of ornament, these are all ways to facilitate 
a more efficient, faster, cheaper form of 
construction. In a system where the state 
or the public sector presides over 
architecture, the cheapness of that 
architecture is directly applied to give 
people cheap housing – to give as  
many people as possible a home for an 
affordable price. In a market economy, 
though, building cheaply is not a way to 
supply as many people as possible with  
a good home; building cheaply is simply  
a means to maximize the profits of those 
who operate as property developers  
or private clients. 
The same repertoire, the same 
formal language in architecture, can 
actually serve completely different and 
opposing purposes. This applies on a lot  
of fronts and very few architects are really 
aware of this shift. It’s one of the most 
nauseating aspects of architecture and  
it infects the current architectural elite.
AB: In that respect, do you think that 
practices that tend to focus their research 
activities and interests more exclusively 
on construction and technology might risk 
missing this opportunity to look critically 
at the wider context for their work?
RdG: Well, I think it’s all good and fair  
but of course it’s very technologically 
focused and technology is essentially 
agnostic. When you don’t really investigate 
the power structure that architecture 
operates in, much of your research might 
be used for purposes with which you  
don’t necessarily agree. 
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AB: Is this how you thought about AMO  
at the time of its inception – as a way of 
peeling back or examining architecture  
in relation to larger contextual forces?
RdG: Looking back at it now, it was largely 
an attempt at coherence, which may sound 
strange. But if, in the context of the market 
economy and as an architect, on about  
80 percent of your commissions you work 
for private interests, this means that you 
essentially have to build up a loyalty every 
time to a cause that is not your own –  
that of the private client who’s paying you.  
So AMO, as the investigative arm, was a 
way to create a type of labour in the office  
that aimed to escape that mechanism.  
At the same time, it allowed us to get  
paid for this work.
It was a vehicle that was in some 
respects faster and in others slower. 
Slower in the sense that it was a smaller 
entity that took its time to pick the 
subjects in which it was interested. Faster 
because, of course, a building takes five  
to ten years, whereas the results of these 
projects emerged much more quickly. 
Fundamentally, it was a vehicle that 
allowed us to retain a certain agenda. 
AB: Something that can be really difficult 
within an architectural practice.
RdG: A lot of architecture tries to overcome 
its scattered loyalties by developing a  
kind of signature architecture. A stylistic 
coherence then takes the place of 
ideological coherence. Even if each 
building represents different interests,  
at least they all look the same. For example, 
Frank Gehry’s buildings all have the curves 
with the cracks, etc., but I see that  
as a symptom of a kind of intellectual 
vacuousness or ideological bankruptcy. 
The only coherence you’re left with is style. 
Style becomes a brand and brands are  
by definition a phenomenon of the market 
economy: an imposed coherence that 
allows you to be recognized so you can 
compete effectively in the market.
AB: That makes me think about OMA’s 
willingness to embrace a level of 
discontinuity as a kind of provocation.  
Do you think that the success of AMO  
has had much to do with OMA’s status  
as a disruptive practice in its own right? 
RdG: I think a lot of that is true – it was  
the formalization of an already present 
latent element within the work in general. 
Of course, it’s interesting that our office 
originated not from a building but from  
a book – from Delirious New York – and  
that was a reflective book, a retroactive 
manifesto on a given subject that created 
the office. So in a way, the creative tension 
between thinking and doing was present 
from the start, but we formalized it. And at  
a certain moment our practice also reached 
a certain size that made AMO possible, but 
what you’re saying is very true.
AB: There is obviously a lot of interest in 
formalizing research in large architecture 
practices at the moment, but also it seems 
like a very different landscape now. 
RdG: The term “research,” even though  
we dissociate ourselves from it now, nearly 
twenty years later, is prolific in the world  
of architecture, but much of it seems a 
different proposition from AMO in a lot  
of ways. 
We’re seeing two trends.  
Firstly, you have very large firms  
who develop a research arm around 
technology. This generally comes with  
all the problems I just mentioned: many  
of these research arms are essentially 
uncritical in that their work can be used  
for very diverging aims and serve almost 
any kind of ideological purpose. 
Then there are the very critical 
practices that look for ways of practising 
outside the liberal market economy. These 
are, almost by definition, small practices. 
What I find very dispiriting in all of this is 
that a critical element and the mainstream 
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As a partner at US practice Kieran 
Timberlake, Billie Faircloth leads the 
firm’s research group, a dedicated 
team of individuals leveraging 
methods from diverse fields such  
as environmental management, urban ecology, chemical physics, 
computer science, materials science, architecture and sculpture. 
Here she reflects on the firm’s commitment to shaping and 
supporting research culture in everyday architectural practice.
Searching and Searching  
Again: Research in Practice
Essay by Billie Faircloth
A conversation on research in architectural 
practice begins by making the word 
“research” more approachable. Research is  
a purposeful and intentional state of mind. 
It is the daily action of “searching and 
searching again,” and thus has the very  
real chance of manifesting as a bold design 
philosophy and a foundation for design 
practice and culture. An architectural 
practice considering the creation of a 
research process, group or program must 
first determine how far they are willing to  
go to promote this culture. Is a practice 
willing to invest in research by reinvesting 
its profit to fund the exploration of hunches? 
Can it support the precept that failure 
teaches and shapes our work, especially 
when structured inquiry sometimes yields 
unexpected, disappointing and inactionable 
results? Will a practice cultivate research 
projects that are proactively instigated  
by its strategic aspirations rather than  
by a paying client? Will it impart to its staff 
the agency to ask questions and provide 
the resources necessary, such as materials, 
tools, research partners and leadership,  
to answer them? Will an architectural 
practice share the products of its research 
externally when it recognizes that a 
perceived competitive edge is eclipsed  
by the greater need for transformation  
in the profession? A practice will need  
to rigorously debate answers to these 
questions. Dare to answer “yes” to each 
one, simply for the sake of proceeding  
to the next step. Imagine how you will 
implement these decisions. Consider your 
practice’s portfolio, design philosophy, 
organization and interests, and conspire to 
nourish research culture as an expression 
of your mission. 
Thirty-plus years of building  
research culture at Kieran Timberlake  
have transformed the question “How can 
we afford to research?” into the retort 
“How can we afford not to research!” We’ve 
answered “yes” to each of these essential 
questions and have affirmed design 
research through planning, implementing, 
testing and maturing a platform accessible 
to each member of our firm that allows  
us to rigorously search and search again.  
The critical developmental milestones are 
numerous and include: our commitment  
to return profit to our practice to support 
proactive research (2003); the declaration 
of an ISO-certified design research 
can almost never go together anymore.  
So you can either be big and limit your 
research to technology or you can research 
more critical phenomena, but then you 
remain small.
AB: It’s interesting that you are now in a 
position where you’ve built and maintained 
long-term relationships with clients such 
as Prada, which appears to engage with a 
wide spectrum of “ideas projects” across 
both AMO and OMA – is that the case?
RdG: Prada’s a good example of the full 
spectrum of our work. The work for Prada 
includes hardcore, traditional architectural 
elements and it’s a relationship we’ve 
retained for twenty years now. We’ve 
designed their fashion shows, we looked  
at their IT at some point, we looked at  
the brand and we did their shops and,  
of course, the Fondazione Prada in Milan.  
Our relationship spans the whole spectrum 
from very abstract kinds of research and 
theorizations to buildings.
AB: What’s particularly interesting about 
this, to me, is that the structure of the 
practice seems to allow you to play  
an important role in both AMO and OMA  
and to work on a wide range of projects.
RdG: Yes, that is true and, as I said earlier, it 
also allows me to look at our own profession. 
Because of that specific connection 
between OMA and AMO, our own profession 
becomes the subject of constant research. 
That means, almost by definition, that you 
have to be part of both.
I’ve never given up my traditional 
architectural work and I’ve never wanted  
to because I always felt that without that 
hardcore experience as an architect,  
the research would become very lofty  
very quickly.
AB: This has been a fascinating discussion. 
Thank you so much for taking the time to 
talk with me today.
RdG: My pleasure.
— Alex Brown is an architect and a senior lecturer 
in architecture at Monash Art Design and Architecture 
(MADA).  
Footnote
1. Arjen Oosterman, Nick Axel and Reinier de Graaf, “Ulterior 
Motives,” Volume #48, May 2016. 
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process that is audited annually (2005);  
the decision to hire a dedicated, 
transdisciplinary research group (2008);  
the codification of a research query process 
for data collection, analysis, modelling and 
simulation, physical prototyping and original 
experiments (2011); the strategic growth  
of the research group to 10 percent of our 
overall staff (2012); the first successful 
public release of an internally developed 
architectural tool for use by the profession 
(2013); the further articulation of a design 
computation platform as a companion to 
our more established research platform 
(2015); and, most recently, the formalizing  
of a collective intelligence model in which 
every architectural project begins with  
a complementary team of architecture, 
research and communications staff (2016). 
We are not finished or aiming for stasis. 
We’ve learned that our design practice is 
thirty years in the making and still forming.  
It requires thoughtful reflection in order  
to learn from what we do. 
And what exactly do we do?  
Quite simply, we ask and answer questions.  
And we expect questions to beget actions, 
actions to beget findings and findings to 
support design. For instance, the simple, 
direct question “What’s going on up there?” 
led to the creation of a novel green roof 
survey method. Implementation of this 
method on five previously completed green 
roof projects provided actionable insight 
into the time-based dynamics of 
vegetation and challenged our internal 
discussion about green roof design, 
composition and performance on other 
projects. We’ve completed hundreds of 
queries in all phases of design, which 
loosely fall into the categories of processes, 
systems, materials and environment. Many 
queries are shared with our clients and 
consultants to support decision-making. 
Some are short-term studies, some are 
long-term projects that require peer review, 
and some address future opportunities, 
technologies and workflows. 
The green roof example also 
illustrates a potential source of research 
opportunities: they can originate from a 
completed, inhabited project and they can 
originate from a hunch about the character 
of phenomena. Research opportunities also 
originate within the design process itself 
and often require the design of process. 
Research opportunities originate with our 
internal commitment to take on grand 
challenges. Research opportunities 
originate with our clients and their ambition 
for transformative architecture. We have 
never suffered a shortage of research 
opportunities. Once an opportunity is 
identified and a question articulated, the 
challenge remains to mature accessible 
techniques and methods and instantiate 
these as research habits. Our 
transdisciplinary research approach is 
supported by methods associated with 
environmental science, urban ecology, 
physics and computation, which are often 
paired with design methods, including 
drawing, modelling and prototyping. 
Research, or searching and 
searching again, is integral to the art of 
making architecture. It is not, however,  
a cure-all or an item on a menu of provided 
services. Research is a project that requires 
dedicated time, people, champions and 
quality assurance. It requires a practice to 
internally debate which questions genuinely 
express its design philosophy and are 
worthy of its resources. In our experience, 
the successful implementation of a 
research process, group or program  
can foster a firm-wide culture of 
experimentation, where people are 
empowered to leverage their curiosity, 
make, fail, mature feedback loops and 
create knowledge in service of design.  
And what is the outcome? Research in 
practice achieves an essential, paramount 
objective: it increases an architect’s 
design agency and the overall ambition 
and value of architecture. 
— Billie Faircloth is a partner at Kieran Timberlake, 
where she leads the firm’s research group. She has taught 
at the University of Texas at Austin School of Architecture 
and at Harvard University.
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